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JUST A MAN 

R J Burgess 

 

Looking back, I don‟t know if I can remember a time that I didn‟t know the 

name Paul Lomax. He just seemed to always be there: in newspapers, on TV, at 

charity events where he would be seen donating giant novelty cheques to good 

causes, or in magazines where he would be interviewed about some new book he 

was writing or some scientific breakthrough he had made.  

The guy was said to be a genius and who was I to argue with that? 

Google his name and you come up with over 100,000 entries on the guy 

covering a range of topics as diverse as fly-fishing to archery to particle 

physics and everything in between.  

He was a billionaire. A philanthropist. A bonafide alumnus of our age. 

An ordinary-looking man, slightly geeky and a little shy with it, but 

otherwise just as regular as anyone else you might meet. 

That is, until the day he kidnapped my daughter. 

The way I remember it – the way I‟ve been forced to remember it – I 

was in town with my daughter Julia the day I first met him. After my wife 

and I divorced a few years back, Julia and I only got to see each other once 

or twice a month and I was determined to show her a good time.  

I‟d booked us a table at a swanky French restaurant downtown and I 

told her she could order anything she wanted from the menu and that she 

absolutely mustn‟t under any circumstance even think of looking at the 

prices. 
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She smiled at me and told me I was sweet. She said I really didn‟t 

need to try so hard.  

She‟d recently turned 17 so I promised to take her shopping later. She 

just rolled her eyes at that. “Fine, dad, you can take me shopping, but 

after we‟ll do something you wanna do, OK?” 

I remember sitting across from her that day amazed that this beautiful 

young woman had actually come from my genes. No one could deny that she was 

turning into a real stunner: round-faced with a pair of big blue eyes and 

cheeks that dimpled when she smiled. She got those from her mother. The only 

thing she‟d inherited from me was the sandy-coloured hair and her ears, 

which stuck out just slightly too far on either side of her head but which 

she somehow managed to make look cute all the same. 

She told me she was having a really good time; told me she always 

looked forward to our meetings.  

Grinning, I got up to pay the bill. 

It was in that moment that Paul Lomax appeared. I remember there being 

this sudden commotion over by the doors. There was a flurry of murmurs - 

“It‟s him!” “It can‟t be!” “Is that...?” – and a crowd of onlookers seemed 

to form itself out of nowhere, jostling with each other as they fought for 

the best view. 

“What‟s going on?” I asked the waiter who was processing my card at 

the time. 

“Oh that‟s just Paul Lomax,” the waiter replied. “He comes in here 

from time to time.” 

“Get out! Paul Lomax?” 
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The waiter grinned. “The very same. Does wonders for our business, let 

me tell you.” 

“Well I never...” 

Not fancying the idea of battling through that crowd on the way back 

to the table, I decided to pay a visit to the bathroom. When I returned a 

few minutes later, it was to find that Lomax had already left but – more 

worryingly than that – I couldn‟t find my daughter anywhere. 

At first I just assumed she had also gone to the toilet. It was 

slightly irresponsible of her, since she‟d left her coat and bag behind, but 

I figured that was just teenagers being teenagers and thought no more of it. 

But then one minute turned to 10 and my initial patience started to 

crack under worry. I asked a waitress to go into the bathroom for me to see 

if she was there. Nothing.  

I searched the terrace outside the restaurant to see if she‟d gone for 

a walk. Still more nothing.  

Frantic, I asked the other customers if anyone had seen her. 

“Oh yes,” one of them told me, an older lady with a strangely glazed 

look on her face. “She went off with that nice man who came in just now. I 

wouldn‟t worry, it was all perfectly normal.” 

“Perfectly normal,” her friends agreed. 

“Lomax?” I said. My daughter had gone off with Lomax? The words didn‟t 

seem to make any sense. “She doesn‟t even know him,” I protested. 

“Well, it didn‟t look that way to me!” the woman replied. “He came 

over to the table, told her to go with him and so she did. Right out the 

restaurant.” 
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“But she wouldn‟t... She would never...” 

“She‟s a teenager!” one of the other woman told me with an 

infuriatingly patronising smile. “You never know half of what‟s going on 

their heads. Just leave her be, she‟s bound to come back before you know 

it.” 

“It‟s all perfectly normal,” the first agreed with a nod. 

But Julia didn‟t come back – not that day and not the week after, 

either. Frantic with worry, I must have visited that restaurant half a dozen 

times over the next few days, sticking up posters in the nearby shop 

windows, asking practically every customer who dropped by if they‟d seen my 

girl, until an embarrassed waiting staff was finally forced to ask me to 

stop. 

When I finally got my hands on the CCTV footage from the restaurant, I 

was shocked to see that the customers had been right all along. On the tiny 

black and white monitor in the restaurant‟s back office, I watched as Paul 

Lomax – unassuming and ordinary-looking as ever – walked over to the table 

where my daughter was sitting. The crowd of people travelled with him – 

onlookers pointing, smiling, clearly hoping for his autograph. 

At first my daughter wasn‟t sure what to make of this newcomer. She 

looked up at him and you can see in the footage that she was more than a 

little bemused by the sudden crowd of people bearing down over her. She said 

something; probably asked if she could help him. 

Then Lomax spoke to her (and I curse the CCTV‟s lack of sound for not 

knowing what he said) and just like that, the bemused expression faded from 
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my daughter‟s face. She stood up – didn‟t even bother picking up her coat 

and bag – and followed him right out the restaurant. 

“He kidnapped her,” I breathed, unable to believe my own eyes. I 

watched the footage over and over again, pausing it at the moment Lomax 

spoke to her and flicking through it frame by frame, observing the way he 

stared at her throughout – his gaze so fixed on hers, it was as though he 

were contemplating murder. Even on that tiny screen, it was terrifying. 

I watched as he turned to the crowd of onlookers, his piercing gaze 

travelling over each of them in turn. Then he said something to them all and 

suddenly they too were turning away from him, going back to their tables and 

respective meals with not so much as a backward glance.  

“It doesn‟t look like kidnap to me,” said the restaurant‟s manager on 

whose monitor we were watching the footage. He was a balding man who smelt 

of sausage but he seemed friendly enough, if more than a little eager to get 

rid of me after I‟d spent so much of the last month harassing his waiting 

staff. “Looks like she went off with him of her own accord.” 

I shot him a disgusted look. “She‟s 17,” I protested. “Still a minor. 

There‟s no such thing as „her own accord‟ when it comes to a girl her age.” 

I watched the footage again, entranced. What could Lomax have said to 

Julia and the others that would make them change so quickly? How could 

anyone – in a single look and a sentence – convince them to leave with a 

total stranger? 

“He bewitched her,” I said. It sounded nonsensical but it was the only 

thing that fit. “He hypnotised her or brainwashed her or... something.” 

The manager looked at me as though I were mad.  
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“We need to call the police.” 

“For this?” he scoffed. “I‟m sorry, but we don‟t bother the police 

about Paul Lomax. Listen, friend: I‟m showing you this footage as a favour. 

The loss of your daughter is a tragedy, yes, but you can plainly see that 

there was nothing untoward going on that day. I hope you‟ll now leave this 

issue alone and stop bothering us about it.” 

“But this is kidnap!” I exploded at him. “At the very least coercion. 

The police need to see it!” 

But still the restaurant manager remained firm. He stared up at me, 

all trace of friendliness gone from his fat face. Instead, there was only an 

oddly glazed look in his eyes, the same look I had seen on the women in the 

restaurant several weeks ago. “We don‟t bother the police about Paul Lomax,” 

he repeated. “Now please leave. You‟ve seen what you wanted to see.” 

# 

I spent the next year of my life searching for my daughter.  

I‟m sure I don‟t need to tell you that it was the hardest year I have 

ever lived through. My ex-wife – never my biggest fan at the best of times – 

blamed me completely for my daughter‟s disappearance.  

I lost my job because I couldn‟t keep my mind focussed on work. I got 

kicked out of my flat a month later when I couldn‟t pay the rent.  

I spent months travelling from friends to family members, begging them 

each in turn for a bed to sleep in, a warm meal and maybe some help in 

tracking down my daughter.  
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At first they helped me out of compassion, later out of pity. It 

wasn‟t long before even that was all used up and then I found myself with 

literally nothing.  

I was a mess, pure and simple, and my life became one big mess with my 

daughter‟s absence the gaping wound at its centre sucking all the joy and 

colour from my world. 

Throughout it all, I hunted for Paul Lomax. For such a publically 

well-known figure, he was surprisingly difficult to track down.  

“Mr Lomax doesn‟t take callers,” his personal assistants would tell me 

whenever I tried to find out where he was or what his appointment calendar 

looked like. “Mr Lomax‟s time is valuable. We don‟t disturb his for any 

reason.” 

One time I pretended to be a journalist trying to get an interview 

with him only to be told that Lomax chose his own interviewers and would 

contact me first if he was interested.  

Another time I pretended to be a rich investor keen on going into 

business with him, only to be told to send my proposal to his agent and that 

she and she alone would get back to me if it looked promising.  

I even spent one grim and fruitless night pretending to be a policeman 

investigating a crime in which I needed Lomax as a witness. That charade 

almost ended in my own arrest, however, and I never tried it again. 

Unable to track down his current whereabouts, I turned instead to 

Lomax‟s past. Here, at least, there was a wealth of information to look 

through. 
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I poured myself into his past – devoted months of my life into reading 

everything I could find on the man. I found out that he had no family to 

speak of and that he never talked about what had happened to them. I found 

out that during his school years he was just an average kid, unremarkable in 

every way, but that around the age of 16 something happened. His grades 

improved over night, his teachers started filling his report cards with 

nothing but praise and two years later he was receiving his first PhD in 

mathematics at the age of just 18. One year after that he was a billionaire. 

Dig deeper and you find actual changes to the law that have been made 

in his name. An exemption from paying taxes. The right to marry more than 

one woman. Permission to trade and deal with weapon-grade plutonium. 

But that was just the facts – the things I found about him that were 

verifiably true. A lot of what was written about Paul Lomax, I quickly 

realised, was patent nonsense. 

The dates just didn‟t add up. For example, one of the facts about him 

claims that he published seven books in the year 2011 and that he went on an 

extensive tour of the US to promote them. But then another fact says that he 

was in Britain during this time completing a Bar exam. He was also said to 

be in China just one week later where he was starting up a new copper 

factory. Not an impossible sequence of events, certainly, but so unlikely 

that I simply couldn‟t believe it.  

And that‟s nothing compared to the man‟s sporting achievements. Like 

how he allegedly ran the London marathon in under two hours, or how 

according to the Guinness World Records, he once managed to break the land 

speed record on his first attempt by driving in a „souped-up Ford Capri‟. No 
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lie. That‟s a direct quote from the record books. The record was apparently 

later stripped from him due to the overwhelming lack of any sort of 

evidence, but still. 

An honorary doctor, an honorary lawyer, a personal friend of the Prime 

Minister and an apparent shoe-in for the House of Lords and a position on 

the New Year‟s Honours List: it‟s a list of achievements so massive it‟s 

ludicrous. Even a brief perusal is enough to convince anyone that there‟s 

something very wrong at work here. 

And yet, ask each person individually and they will swear that Paul 

Lomax is indeed, everything that he‟s said to be. 

One time, I tracked down his doctorate papers in the archives of the 

university. 

This is stupid, he had written in big angry letters. This is so 

fucking retarded. There has to be a limit to this. There has to be an end to 

this power! 

For handing that paper in, Paul Lomax had been awarded one of the 

highest marks ever given by the university. 

I tracked down the lecturer who had passed him and spoke to him at 

length. He was a world-renowned academic, a dim-eyed dusty academic type who 

must have passed thousands of students in his years of teaching. He 

remembered Paul Lomax as soon as I mentioned him. 

“I doubt I‟ll ever forget the moment I first read that paper,” he told 

me wistfully, a glazed look on his face that I‟d come to recognise all too 

well over the last few months. “I‟d never read anything like it. I remember 

reading that paper over and over again trying to understand how something so 
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simple – yet so brilliant in its simplicity - could have been put to paper. 

I felt humbled to have such a student in my class.” His eyes shifted from 

side to side and he looked away guiltily. “I stole his work.” 

“You what?” 

He pointed to a framed certificate sitting on his desk. It was a 

handsome thing, beautifully crafted and embossed in all manner of official-

looking seals. “I won that for handing in his paper,” he confessed, his 

voice cracking with misery. “I-I‟m not a thief – I swear it. I honestly 

don't know what came over me... but that doesn‟t change the facts. I put my 

name on his essay and published it as my own.” 

The implications of what this man was telling me were impossible to 

get my head around. “But that‟s one of the most prestigious awards in your 

field,” I reminded him. I had done my research on this professor too and 

knew enough to add, “You're famous for that essay! You won lifetime peerage 

for it. Plaudits. You spent five years researching it...” 

“Lies!” he spat, his hand trembling against the frame. “If I could 

undo what I did... All I did was pass him – gave him a perfect grade and 

pushed him out the door. His work – his brilliant work. That I kept for 

myself.” 

Intrigued, I handed the professor a copy of Paul Lomax's actual test 

paper which I‟d pulled from the university archive. “Tell me,” I said. “What 

mark would you give a student for handing in an essay like this during his 

final exam?” 
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The lecturer scowled down at the words I‟d given him, then scrunched 

up the paper and threw it away with a sniff. “We do not award marks for 

vulgarity,” he announced and that was the end of my visit. 

The university professor alone would have been enough to confirm my 

worst suspicions but the strange thing was that he wasn‟t alone. Every time 

I met someone with direct contact with Paul Lomax they had nothing but 

glowing praise to give for the man. And yet, it was glowing praise that 

never quite made sense.  

First, there was the pub landlord who broke down in tears as he told 

me how Paul Lomax had saved his life and the lives of his whole family when 

he rescued them from a fire. The pub itself bore no signs of fire damage but 

he assured me he had almost lost everything. “To this day, I send the man a 

keg of beer every week in thanks,” he told me. “Believe me, it‟s well worth 

it.” 

Then there was the award-winning journalist who had interviewed Paul 

Lomax one time and dared to write something negative about him. She told me 

how he had called her back for a second interview and how that interview had 

changed her life. “After speaking with him that second time, I realised what 

a fool I‟d been in printing such garbage about him,” she told me. “I 

realised I was wasting my life in journalism. It wasn‟t what I really wanted 

to do – I wasn‟t even very good at it.”  

She told me this while dancing around the pole at the local strip 

club. “This is what I‟ve always wanted to do,” she assured me, and smiled at 

me with glazed eyes as I stuffed a £50 note into her g-string. 
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Later, I met an old lady who insisted that Paul Lomax had performed a 

bonafide miracle by bringing her dog back to life after running it over with 

his car. The exact specifics of how he had achieved such a feat were very 

vague but the old lady insisted it was true.  

“See?” she said as she picked up a cuddly toy she‟d been dragging 

around all day by a leash and thrust it towards me. “He‟s never been so 

alive, have you Mr Tuddles?” 

She smiled down at the filthy toy in her hands and petted it on the 

head as though it were really alive. I couldn‟t help but notice that her 

eyes too had a strangely glazed expression to them. 

All of it added up to one inescapable conclusion. As crazy as it 

sounded, Paul Lomax had some sort of superpower. Somehow, he was able to 

manipulate people. He could change people‟s perception of things. Call it 

hypnotism, mind control, whatever you want: it seemed as though all he 

needed was a moment of eye contact and a few uttered words and you were like 

butter in his hands. 

I shuddered to think what lies he had convinced my daughter to 

believe. I dared not think about how Julia – the only good thing I had left 

in this train wreck that was now my life – was in the hands of this super-

powered psychopath. For all I knew, she could be in his bed now, convinced 

that she was in love with this monster simply because he told her she was. 

She probably didn‟t even remember me. 

Everywhere he went, he changed lives to match his own twisted version 

of reality. The trail of breadcrumbs he left behind – the hordes of people 
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he‟d met and the many lives he‟d completely changed in the process – were a 

great big arrow pointing right towards him for anyone to follow. 

The more I looked, the more I was staggered that no one had ever tried 

tracking him down before. The guy was so transparent in his lies it was 

almost laughable, yet no one but me seemed to see them. 

Unless, part of my mind whispered in warning. Maybe other people have 

seen it. Maybe other people did try to hunt him down. He could have 

manipulated them too. 

It was a sobering thought.  

Then, finally, when I had all but given up hope, I managed to track 

down someone who said he could help me find Lomax. He was a private 

investigator by trade: a grizzled man in his late-40‟s who spoke with a 

slight trace of Irish in his voice and who refused to tell me his name no 

matter how many times I asked. He was a man who had made it his life‟s work 

to track down missing girls like my daughter. He certainly cost enough for 

me to believe that he was good at what he did but the thing that really 

tipped me off about his ability was the way he talked about Lomax.  

There was no glazed look here, only a deep-rooted rage that grew 

steadily stronger the more we talked about him. “That man is rotten to the 

core and no mistake,” he told me after listening to my story. The two of us 

sat in the corner of a seedy-looking pub nursing a couple of beers while we 

looked through the documents I‟d found. We were the only customers. 

“Personally, I wouldn‟t go near the man if you paid me.”  

“I have to find him,” I insisted. “I have to believe there‟s still 

hope.” 
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“Your funeral,” the investigator said with a shrug and slurp of beer. 

“Still, you might just have a chance. If you don‟t give him the opportunity 

to talk to you and you don‟t look him directly in the eyes...” 

We both knew it was a long shot. 

He gave me the floor plans for the mansion Lomax lived in and showed 

me surveillance photos he had taken from a distance and how they matched up 

to the plans. “Lomax spends almost all of his time in this room here,” he 

told me, pointing to a large square room in the middle of the mansion. “If 

you can sneak your way in there and take him by surprise... Maybe you could 

get lucky.” I could tell by his expression that he thought I was crazy to 

even think of trying. 

Maybe I was crazy. I pulled out the handgun from my pocket which I‟d 

managed to obtain at the cost of almost my entire life savings. There was no 

serial number on it – no way it could be traced to me. Even so, there was an 

unspoken gravity in the air between us as we realised exactly what I was 

contemplating. 

“He‟s a dog that needs to be put down,” I said, to myself just as much 

as the investigator. 

“You won‟t get any argument from me.” 

“He stole a year of my life. Stole the one thing that matters to me.” 

The investigator slurped his beer and said nothing. 

“Fuck it,” I decided, pocketing the gun once more. “Let‟s do this. 

Take me to Lomax. Now, before I change my mind.” 

 


